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      The tertiary flight deck on the Commonwealth flagship was large enough to contain a hundred shuttles. That was room enough for them all to be docked away from the active take-off and landing area. And the space was as tall as it was wide. When Elyot had first gotten a glimpse of it out of the panel in the wall he and his friends had emerged from, the entire space had felt inconceivably immense.

      Now, it felt far too small. The smoke and heat from the explosion of just one shuttle filled the air, too dense to avoid. Elyot's lungs burned from the heat of the air, and he needed the oxygen to keep moving. His eyes stung and watered from the smoke, so intensely he could barely see the world around him. It was all a patchwork of distorted, watery images through the tears in his eyes.

      But worst of all was the smell, burning electricity and melting metal and plastic, clinging foully to the inside of his mouth. There was no getting away from it.

      Then hands were reaching out to him, to pull him and the limping Laera he was half-carrying up the ramp and into the belly of an intact shuttle. He stumbled at the top of the ramp, not able to see where the floor leveled off. Then the ramp closed up behind him, and everything was blessed silence. No cacophony of alarms, shouting voices, and the roar of the fire.

      That lasted for a second, then the ventilation system inside the shuttle kicked into high gear, taking the last of the smoke and the smell away.

      "We have to get out of here," Elyot said. He still couldn't see, but when he tried to wipe the tears from his eyes, he realized there were particles there, caught in the moisture, and he had just scratched the surface of both his eyes.

      Now they were really burning.

      "Koltn Ward is going to get us out of here," Alextra said from somewhere ahead of him.

      "I can fly. I can fly," Laera was murmuring over and over. Elyot squinted at her. He knew head wounds tended to bleed heavily, even minor ones, but somehow he didn't think even when they cleaned all that blood away, she was going to be able to see well enough to get them out of there. For one thing, her pupils were two different sizes.

      "How's Wayde?" he asked.

      "I got him here, but he's out now," Keani said. Then he felt her hands on his face. Startled, he tried to pull away, but she held him fast. Then he felt cool, wonderful relief dripping into his eyes.

      "Thank you," he said.

      "Thank Alextra, but later," she said. "Give it a minute, then let me know if you think you need more. I've done mine three times, but I think I'm good now."

      He realized he had been hearing the sound of voices arguing from the front of the shuttle for the last minute or so, but didn't really pay attention until he heard the soft thwip-thwip-thwip of a needle gun.

      Followed by Koltn Ward's bellow of pain and defiance.

      "I've got this," Keani told Elyot. She had an entire pouch of Alextra's medicines and was looking over Laera even as she said it. He knew she had been close with a former Commonwealth doctor back in the prison camp she had grown up in. He didn't know how much Jaeke had ever taught her, but it was surely more than Elyot knew. So he just nodded and pulled himself step by step through a narrow hallway between two rooms until he reached the cockpit.

      Koltn Ward was clutching his knee and glaring up at Alextra. Alextra was still holding the needle gun she had just shot him with, but not in a threatening way. It looked like she had totally forgotten she was even still holding it. But Elyot wasn't fooled. And he didn't think Koltn Ward was either.

      "Fly," Alextra said.

      Koltn Ward clutched his knee, his breath in painful hisses, but still shook his head in stubborn refusal.

      "You fly or I do," she said with a sigh. "And if I crash and kill myself along with the rest of you, it will all be on your head."

      Elyot wanted to point out a problem with her logic, but to his surprise, Koltn Ward actually turned a grayish sort of pale at her words. Like having her death be on his head was somehow worse than his own death would be.

      He let go of his knee, shoved his now-paralyzed leg under the control panel, then started touching buttons. Seconds later, they were hovering over the flight deck.

      Elyot expected his stomach to revolt at this like it had before, but it didn't. Either Koltn Ward was a better pilot than Laera, or this was a better shuttle.

      He looked around at the gleaming leather of the pilot seats, then back at the two rooms he had passed without a glance before. A fully stocked galley on the one side and three bunks with a toilet inside a closet on the other.

      He would bet it was the shuttle.

      "You're never going to get away, you know. This is all completely pointless," Koltn Ward growled, but Alextra just shrugged as she sank into the copilot's chair.

      "Not that I want to agree with him, but just where are we going?" Elyot asked. "The one spaceport we kind of know how to find, we know for sure is abandoned now."

      "I'm not going to try flying straight back to the rebellion. Not with this guy on board," Alextra said, pointing vaguely at Koltn Ward with the needle gun. "Anywhere he can set us down on the surface will work. Then we walk. It's better that way."

      "But what Laera has is time sensitive, remember?" Elyot said.

      "We'll walk fast," she said.

      Elyot went to the back of the shuttle to see how Keani was doing. She had Wayde and Laera both in chairs rather than on the floor, sitting inside a sort of booth on either side of a table whose surface was a computerized screen. The screen was blankly gray, but had a quality of light to it, like it was ready to fire up at a touch.

      "Koltn Ward is going to land us somewhere, and then we're going to walk," he told Keani. She was using a handheld instrument the size of a fork to close up the wound in Laera's forehead. He was relieved to see Laera's pupils were the same size again, although she was still pale under all the blood.

      "How far?" Keani asked, looking from one of her patients to the other.

      "No idea. Depends on where we go down and where everyone else is now," Elyot said.

      "We know how to find them," Laera said, but she sounded like someone talking in their sleep, not really there.

      "We have to get that intelligence to Calrin as soon as possible, right?" Elyot said.

      "I'm just not sure how far these two are going to be able to walk," Keani said. "I can patch them up, but Alextra doesn't really have anything that will give them any of their energy back. That takes food and rest."

      "I think there's food," Elyot said, and went back to the galley. He opened a few cupboards and started to pull things down, but then crossed the central hallway to where the bunks were. He pulled the cases off of the pillows, then went back to the galley to fill them with freeze-dried food and bottles of water.

      "I know you're lying to me," he heard Alextra say to Koltn Ward. He could tell she was exasperated just by the way she was talking louder than before. "You can land this shuttle anywhere. I know you can."

      "Well, you know wrong," Koltn Ward said to her. "I need space. Lots and lots of space."

      "You didn't need a lot of space to take off," Elyot said from the galley doorway. "You hovered up off the flight deck and then, boom. We were gone."

      "The flagship controls handled that," Koltn Ward said. It sounded reasonable. It sounded like the truth. But the smug look on Koltn Ward's face made Elyot feel like he was lying.

      "This is the latest model of shuttle," Alextra said. "I know it has all the automated systems. Including hover-controlled landing."

      "Then you do it," Koltn Ward said, lifting his hands up away from any of the controls and even sliding his seat back. That last was a little awkward, as he was still effectively paralyzed from the right hip down. But his point was clear.

      "It's going to be a few hours before we get there. Is that time enough for you to figure it out?" Elyot asked Alextra hopefully.

      "Flight is complicated," she said, shaking her head sadly. "I'm afraid, privileged as my upbringing was, my education was still woefully limited. Especially when it comes to practical skills. I learned a lot from my bodyguard, sure, but only what she could teach me in the confines of my rooms in the imperial palace. Until I came out here, I had never even seen the cockpit of a shuttle before."

      "So that's a no?" Koltn Ward asked, hands still in the air.

      "You said we could walk from anywhere," Elyot reminded her.

      "Get some rest while we can," she told him. "It's going to be the longest walk he can contrive for us, clearly."

      Elyot handed her one of the meal packs, then carried the three bulging pillow cases to the back of the shuttle. He handed a meal to Laera, and she pulled the tab and peeled back the cover. Wayde had been napping sitting up, but he opened his eyes the minute the smell of her meatballs and sauce drifted across the table to him.

      They all ate. Then Elyot and Keani helped Laera and Wayde get into two of the bunks. Elyot let Keani have the third, then slipped into the smaller seat in the corner of the cockpit behind the two pilot chairs. He reclined it as far as it would go, then crossed his arms and dropped off to sleep.

      He woke to the bright warmth of the sun on his face. The shuttle was bouncing gently beneath him, and he sat up to see they were once more in atmosphere.

      "He got past the patrols?" Elyot asked in a sleepy voice.

      Alextra looked back at him, then grinned. "Did you realize this is his personal shuttle? He has clearance to go anywhere at anytime. No one even questioned us."

      "His personal ship? Is that a good thing?" he asked, scratching at his head. Then he leaned forward to look out the viewscreen. There was nothing there but sand from horizon to horizon. "Seriously? I know he said he needed a wide open space, but come on."

      "It's fine," Alextra assured him. "And I'm not just saying that because I so very much look forward to parting company with Captain Ward."

      "My mom risked a lot to get that intelligence to us," he said.

      "I know. Can you wake the others and tell them to buckle in?" she asked. Then she gave him a significant look. She didn't indicate Koltn Ward in any way, but he still knew what she meant.

      She was expecting him to try something.

      Elyot got up from his chair and went to each of the bunks, waking the others. Keani looked like she'd really rather keep sleeping, but was otherwise fine.

      But Laera and Wayde were both groggy, and were slow and clumsy getting out of the bunks. He had to take them by the arm one at a time to get them to the back and buckled into the seats at the table. Then he and Keani went back to the cockpit
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